In the aftermath and mop-up following a successful dissertation defense, an unintended and unexpected data source remained unexplored and unanalyzed: 32 audio recorded discussions and work sessions documenting the processes, approaches, and decisions made by a dissertation director and his doctoral candidate. What might those conversations reveal about the dissertation relationship? Taking a
Introduction
Framed and composed as a series of letters written to one another, this paper takes seriously the notion of currere in curriculum theorizing as more than a cursory circling of the track. This paper is a representation of a recursive analysis of where we were a year ago, a listening in on our former selves trying to wrestle with competing demands during a vulnerable moment in a critical intersection of the journey. In a synoptic move, (Pinar, 2006) , the paper concludes with a turn to locate the work within a broader curricular context of the messy entanglements of love, eroticism, identity, and desire located with/in a teaching relationship.
Susan was writing the final pages of her dissertation. Rob served as her dissertation director. It was Susan's habit to record their meetings and conversations as a memory device to assist her in her writing. Transcription excerpts are provided at regular intervals throughout to provide context for the reader. What follows is a series of exchange as each reflects on the transcription of a phone meeting that took place less than a week before the dissertation was submitted to the committee just prior to the defense. Rob, the dissertation director, was on sabbatical and had been traveling for several months which meant communication had been limited to email and phone meetings. This particular phone conversation came at a crisis point in Susan's writing in which she feels she is trapped in a game scenario with the committee.
Rob: Yeah, yeah I think that's worth writing about. That's a question for me, so it will certainly pop up for the rest of the committee, is when you are talking about this game, you know, are you talking about me? You know, so, I mean, I had that thought, and so that means everyone else is going to have that thought, too.
Susan: That first email that I sent to you yesterday where I was like, uh, "You are asking me to go to a place that I let you ask me to go to." And to think about the power all over, um, my relationship specifically with you, and then my relationship with the committee, and then my relationship with every teacher I've ever had…
Letter One
From Rob: Childers, Rhee, & Daza (2013) recently published a special issue of the IQSE on feminist methodology were they take up the terms "promiscuous," "dirty theory," and "messy practice" in the effort to keep wrestling with the constraints put on them in the academic world-both within and without the circles that share their commitments. It seems to me that this project of ours is cut from the same cloth. I would think that the word promiscuous applies here in particular as to talk (out loud at least) about the lived dissertation process seems more than a little transgressive; we don't talk about it. In fact, what we often say are things like "the best dissertation is a done dissertation," "you'll never have to write anything like this again," and refer to hoops and hurdles, checklists and deadlines. And yet, I find myself also saying "in a good PhD program, you come out different" usually in reference to some tepid explanation of the personal toll paid by many students in terms of their relationships outside of school. Paradoxical, yes? Both saying something akin to "just get it done" while recognizing that deep identity work is happening. Rob: is part of what I want to say to you, (Susan: Yeah!) but I don't want to be dismissive of the struggle, um, and I really don't, um, and I think you can do some, I think there's powerful stuff in this last sentence, that I think, like I said, is more honest to, is in putting Patti [Lather] to work that you say you are going to do in the beginning. I mean, it feels incomplete without that part in there. Um, I think we can tighten it up, um, I think there are places where it is a little self-indulgent and a little, um, less focused. So, Susan: When you are making confessions it is hard to know what the important details are and where you are letting yourself off the hook.
Susan
Rob: Right, yeah.
Susan: So, that's, that's a tension.
Rob:
In particular, there were limits and constraints at work on us. I was directing the dissertation in place of the dissertation chair for departmental reasons and we knew there were difficult feelings about this held by other members of the committee. I remember joking about this, but in the way one laughs about what is, at its core, scary. There was a rumbling that, at least I heard this way, you had left literacy for curriculum-hinted language of betrayal or even seduction. Did you go down the garden path of curriculum theory?
Then of course, I turn to my own desire at work in dissertation projects. What do I get out of it? Ultimately, this seems to be what you're asking. As the field of teacher education is currently under attack, both in terms of resources but also in a devaluing of the intellectual work, being involved in producing a new generation of doctoral students feels like validation of both my own scholarly work and of scholarship itself. And yet, if the broader educational world
devalues it, what good does producing more teachers do? It would seem that the meaning one might ascribe to the work transcends possibility; does this leave us with fetish or jouissance'?
Transcript:
Rob: And I am worried there are places where you are letting yourself off the hook, too, so there's the other side, which I am pushing you to go a little deeper, um, I mean particularly about that idea of, of the desire, and you have to own that desire. Not to say we're not in it, but, as committees and faculty and teachers, whatnot.
Susan: Part of what I let myself rant about was, um, you know, that, that, I am supposed to be delicate about the desire, and I am not supposed to, um, enjoy the desire, and I am not supposed to, um, desire inappropriately and when I am asked to speak about it, then, I mean, I make myself very vulnerable for judgment. But if I don't speak about it, then I am not being honest, or I am not doing the hard work.
Rob: And, and I put this comment in there this morning, is, remember that those jagged, there's a reason to expose the jagged edges, to get lost, to get messy, because it's productive. It opens up new space for you. That's Patti's whole thing.
Susan: Yeah, yeah.
Rob: You know, this isn't um, masochism, you know. We don't just go to the jagged edges, you know, for some other reason. We're, we're going there to do something, to open up some kind of possibility.
Susan: Yeah, yeah, I played for a while with the idea of limit.
Rob: But you know this! Susan: What Patti talks a lot about is opening yourself to the limit, and um, and I sat and thought for a while about how you even know when you are AT the limit, whether that is slamming into something invisible, or um, you know, being electrocuted by (laughs) you know, a wire that's there, or (laughs) being punished for having crossed over a line you couldn't see, but sometimes rubbing up against the limit is ok, it's kind of pleasurable in its own way, and I feel like that's sort of where I might be, that, that I have found it and um, and that being at that place is its own kind of pleasure, a rebellious one.
Rob: Hmm, yeah.
Susan: Or even just sort of, you know, sort of thumbing my nose at it. I see, I see where the limit is, and I can put my foot over it if I want to.
Susan:
At 
Rob:
I also want to return to something said in our early conversations about this project:
"we're not not talking about school." At the root of our exploration here, while arguably at the rarefied point of doctoral study, lies the difference inherent in the relationships between teacher and student. What it does to each of us shouldn't be assumed to be the same, right? Certainly, the tensions around other faculty and their desires were felt by both of us; but they come from different directions, played out in different ways; the tools with which we each could resist the tension vary by position. To speak of the power of relationships in education has become cliché but we rarely take this seriously. After all, relationships are hard, people get hurt in relationships, they break and fall apart and-perhaps most vitally-there are at least two actors in the mix. (Sumara, 2002, p. 63) . It is as we write that, we experience what Michaels (1996) has called the
"gradual instant," which happens when"[t]he memories we elude catch up to us, overtake us like a shadow. A truth appears suddenly in the middle of a thought, a hair on a lens" (p. 213). As we return in memory to refine the focus under a microscope, what gradual instant is revealed to you now?

Rob:
Folks have written about the performance of writing a dissertation (Hatt, Quach, Brown, & Anderson, 2009; Garman & Piantanida, 2006) but it would seem that the performance of directing a dissertation is new territory; perhaps this is the hair on the lens for me? It certainly feels risky as I want to say that professors talk about it but I'm not really sure that's true. If so, for me, these seem to be hushed conversations with trusted confidants, which makes me think there is a sense that the stakes are high. I struggled over an answer to this implied question regarding the self that I write. Upon some reflection, I think I got hung up on the what do we want to do versus the what do we want to be aspect of the question. I have been thinking a lot about ontology lately and some of the new work there that-taking from Deleuze and Gauttariturns the focus to becoming. We see this move in curriculum theory as well and it has always resonated with me (i.e. Miller (2005)) "curriculum in the making"; Reynolds & Webber (2004) and Roy's (2003) exploration of "lines of flight," and even my own "spaces of possibility" (Helfenbein, 2010) . Certainly I thought your work was following-whether consciously or not-those traces and thought there was some possibility within that work for an exploration that played out in generative ways-not fixed, not binding (at least in the same ways) on the subject categories of either researchers or participants, or for that matter student and advisor. Perhaps too, for me, the privileging of the political pushes me into this trap of "what do we want the work to do?". It seems to me that we need to think of scholarly practices as well as political efficacy.
All of this is to say that some of the tensions you describe here could be about the desire for doing something in a time where we find ourselves saying "there's nothing we can do." Literacy is safer (at the moment); teacher education is safer (at the moment) and I'm sure you put those pieces of your academic self to work as you applied for jobs. But, for me, in this gradual instant, I find those fields of inquiry stale and too often fail to see teachers/selves/knowledge-in-themaking. I suppose I wanted to see something otherwise.
Transcript:
Susan: I can't thank you enough for taking time with me this morning and I, um, it really is going to make the rest of my day a lot more productive because I got to hear your voice (Rob laughs) and I got to hear what you thought, you know, because this, this is such a head game, that, that you send (Rob: yeah) you know, you make yourself vulnerable, you send it out, and then you just don't know how it's being received always, so.
Rob: Yeah, I know.
Susan: Especially in this risky stuff, so…I appreciate it.
Rob: Ok, well, I appreciate your work and I, it's kind of like saying, you know, this is good for you. You don't know it yet, but it's good for you! Susan: ( 
Rob
Over and again in our conversations we used the phrase "taking Patti [Lather] seriously" and I think another way to say that may be privileging the question "what is at stake?" Cultural Studies scholars reinforced this idea for me over and over again, pushing me to think about the implications of these constructs that seem to get bandied around. I think that this is what we tried to do with your dissertation. But, to be clear, some of the struggle as evidenced here comes with the territory. As I look at the transcripts of our conversations, one the messages I was trying to get across the whole thing is summed up in the phrase "Do the struggle out loud." To me
that's what makes this research-not journalism, not a memoir-but it is research in the posts, one that recognizes this as creative, generative act in which the author can't distance herself from. Lather's new work notes this pretty clearly in saying that the project is in "moving toward glimmers of alternative understandings and practices that give coherence and imaginary to whatever "post-qualitative" might mean, it explores a new culture of method of breaking methodological routine by savoring our critical edges, aporias, and discontents" (Lather, 2013, p.642) . Our phone conversation takes a similar tack:
Rob: There's a reason to expose the jagged edges, to get lost, to get messy because it's productive. It opens up new space for you. That's Patti's whole thing.
This isn't masochism. We (don't) just go to the jagged edges for some other reason; we are going there to do something, to open up some kind of possibility. I think you know that.
I don't think this is just smarty-pants musing, just elegant French terms. I think it is an attempt to take these ideas seriously and struggle with the implications. At its heart of course is the coming up the limits of being able to say something and, in this case, to say something about work that is deeply and personally meaningful, with people that matter to you. It is the impossibility of that task that haunts all of these conversations and the context of a doctoral dissertation with all its attendant conditions only draws those lines deeper. Perhaps this is summed up by my saying, "I am in a bind: I want to say 'let's keep struggling with that', but let's finish the fucking thing. I don't want to be dismissive of the struggle…" I'm contradicting myself. I'm up against the impossibility as well.
Susan's Response
We (a combination of care, commitment, trust, knowledge, responsibility, and respect" (2000, pp. 7-8 (hooks, 2000, pp. 7-8) 
to you, too. John Welwood claims,
When we reveal ourselves to our partner and find that this brings healing rather than harm, we make an important discovery-that intimate relationship can make a sanctuary from the world of facades, a sacred space where we can be ourselves, as we are…This kind of unmasking-speaking our truth, sharing our inner struggles, and revealing our raw edges-is sacred activity, which allows two souls to meet and touch more deeply" (cited in All about Love, hooks, 2000, p. 31 with "care, commitment, trust, knowledge, responsibility, and respect" (hooks, 2000, pp. 7-8) 
Rob's Conclusion
I'm not certain at all that we've (as you say) "relegated love to a sort of romantic or sexual desire for gratification". There are interesting word choices here: the sacred, fear, power, and yes, love. This kind of excavation is precisely what I mean when we say that we so rarely
deal with "what is at stake" as we call out to the power of relationships in teaching, what we in practice often do in the invocation of loving our students. Located within the tension you describe so well is the turn to ethics, to fully take on the burden of seeing the world relationally.
I hear other scholars in this too, as Molly Quinn says "[n]ow, more than ever, curriculum studies has taken up the call to address the ethical questions central to the work of education -the heart of which is the encounter with an other" (2010, p. 102). You do this here too. Your dissertation was on anti-racist work, ethical by definition, which turned your eye to a research method that would strive to honor those that chose to spend time with you as you explored. The method rubbed up against the constraints of what a dissertation is and brought up the ties you felt with your committee members, all who, in one way or another, helped you along the way: you wanted to honor them too. And then we had to think of a defense (is being defensive the enemy of love?) and I at least thought hard in adversarial terms and think I even said once "it may be a fight… but we'll win." And then we won-but at what cost? The impetus for these letters is in the aftermath, the swath left after we got it done (defense, degree, job in the field). But while deeply rooted in desire-yours, mine, the committee's-this isn't about the sexual. It lies in that sometimes "dark place" that calls for something more, excess, a spilling over of the bounds, transcendence, jouissance'.
I like the quote given by Merton-"love is, an intensification of life"-as it speaks to the desire for transcendence in education, whether it be in the training of teachers or advising a dissertation. Bill Pinar (1999) collected the works of Dwayne Huebner and titled it "the lure of the transcendent." In it, Huebner speaks in voice both near and far; near in the sense of so many curriculum theorists who continue on a path inspired by his work, and far in that this conversation seems so sadly distant from the broader discourse on the work of teaching today.
But Huebner says two things that seem relevant to our exchange: 1) "all educators attempt to shape the world; theorists should call attention to the tools used for the shaping in order that the world being shaped can be more beautiful and just" (p.228); and 2) on the slipping back to the search for certainty, "it is a 'moreness' that takes us by surprise when we are at the edge and end of our knowing" (p.xxiii). I think this brings us back to "taking Patti Lather seriously" in that "the moreness" and the desire for it, at the end of the day, does something to us (and I mean us).
That not only has to be OK; we have to be able to talk about it-even when we talk about love.
Susan's Conclusion
We have moved back and forth through time, listening in on a conversation in which our voices reveal how close to the edges of uncertainty we were. This was, without question, our most awkward, uncomfortable conversation ever, and while we found ways to break the tension and laugh, I can hear in our voices how the moreness of this moment revealed just how far down the garden path we had wandered. As I wrestled alone in my writing that week, I was struck by the lunacy and loneliness of dissertation writing, when paradoxically what had been most rich and engaging about the process was working with you, thinking through possibilities with you, and having my thinking sharpened by your perspectives. So in this moment of crisis, when fear and pride insisted it was madness to reveal my need so vulnerably, love believed we could talk about it.
So we haltingly and fumblingly spoke and we listened, carefully reaching for words that would transcend the prescribed boundaries of an academic task and lift us to a plane on which what mattered most was what the learning was doing to me, to you, and to us. The dissertation itself, an academic task, is not the thing; the academic task merely provides a framework in which teachers and learners might learn to trust each other, speak truthfully, listen deeply, and courageously choose to navigate uncharted territory together so we can become new versions of ourselves, unafraid to talk about whatever we need to talk about so we can talk about love.
